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GREEN THUMB 



By John Martin 




THE WARDEN looked at the prisoner 
standing before his desk. He leaned for- 
ward and fixed Chips Marden with a narrow 
glance. 

"There are rumors of a break coming, 
Chips," the warden said. 

Chips smiled. "What about it, Warden?" 
he said. 

The warden shrugged his shoulders. "You're 
the 'break' expert. Chips, You've tried it a 
dozen timeB in a dozen prisons, sometimes 
successfully," He paused and grinned. "I'm 
not accusing you of organizing anything 
right now. But — if you know anything . . ." 

Chips shook his head. "I wouldn't say I'm 
happy here, Warden," he said. "But I'm get- 
ting old." His voice softened. "If 1 did get 
out I'd have a tough time getting along, even 
if I turned crooked again," He shook his head. 
"I'm staying, I've got to stay now, the rest 
of my life because of that last job. My food's 
passable, the bed's not hard, and I like work- 
ing in the gardens. Oh, by the way, Warden, 
I brought something up for you." He reached 
behind him for the potted plant he'd brought 
along when the warden's summons had reached 
him. He put it on the warden's desk. "That 
all, Warden?" he asked, 

The warden nodded. "You can go. Chips," 
he said. "And thanks for the plant." 

When Chips had gone he got up, put the 
plant with the others arranged along the win- 
dow sill and paced up and down thoughtfully. 
Finally he glanced at the man who had sat 
silently while he'd talked to Chips. 

"You heard," he said. "Chips didn't chirp 
a word." He chuckled, indicating the plants. 
"Maybe the old gaffer's telling the truth. 
Maybe he's really satisfied with just working 
in the garden. He's got a green thumb, all 
right. Should have started out as a gardener 
to begin with. He sends me something every 
week, something special he's raised." 

"That's a nasturtium," Detective Steve 



Gillis said thoughtfully. "They raise them 
for food in England. You can eat the leaves 
on a sandwich." Then he shook his head. 
"I'm not convinced about Chips. As you said 
he's the 'break' expert. And there's enough 
tension among the prisoners in Chips' block 
to convince me something's up. That means 
an attempted break. But how?" 

The warden stared out the window. Chips 
was back at his job already, tending the beau- 
tiful beds of flqwers that carpeted the whole 
grounds around the prison's administration 
building. 

"I don't know," he said. "This prison is 
supposed to be breakproof. You and I know 
no prison is breakproof. Not now or ever. 
Not so long as people are people." 

"Yeah," Gillis said, sighing. 

"You better keep your eyes open," the war- 
den said. 

"I will," the detective said. "Of course, it's 
tough to work in the open. They all know 
who I am." 

"That never stopped you before this, did 
it?" the warden asked. 

"No," Steve Gillis said and left. 

Gillis made hi» rounds as he had before. 
He went up and down the cell blocks while 
the men were out in the workhouses or other- 
wise engaged around the grounds. He didn't 
see a thing amiss. But he did know the ten- 
sion was there. He spotted it in the eyes, in 
the voices of men he spoke to in the prison 
yards during recreation hours. They played 
a bantering game, both sides. They knew who 
he was and he knew what they were. And he 
gave them cigarettes and candy and chatted 
about nothing in particular. What he did find 
out from day to day was that the tension 
was rising. That meant the break was near! 

But where? he thought. When didn't par- 
ticularly matter. The prison was on the alert 
in any case, as. alert as it could be. At first 
the tension had been spotted in Chips' block. 
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Now it had spread, as it naturally would, to 
the whole prison. 

On his way back to the warden's office, four 
days after their last interview, he spotted 
Chips working in a begonia bed. 

"Hello, Chips," he said. 

The prisoner greeted him cheerily. 

"How are the flowers going?" Gillis asked. 

"Not too good," Chips said. "A little dry." 

"We've had plenty of rain," Steve observed. 
He glanced toward several thick clumps of 
trees and bushes where a few of Chips' gar- 
dener assistants were working. "Got the boys 
busy, I see." 

"Yeah, keeps their minds off crime," Chips 
■aid, chuckling. 

Gillis glanced at the gardens, then went 
up to see the warden. The warden was water- 
ing a plant on the window sill and frowning 
as Gillia came in. 

"Trouble is, I haven't got a green thumb," 
he said. "Thought I'd try transplanting some 
flowers myself, so I got a begonia out of the 
garden two nights ago, filled a pot with dirt 
and brought it up here. But it's dying. The 
ones Chips transplanted aren't." He sighed. 
"I guess you've got to have a green thumb 
to transplant flowers, especially begonias." 

"It's more than a begonia — it's a blunder!" 
Gillis said excitedly. He poked at the leaves, 
examining the pot. A cry from the warden 
interrupted him. 

"Gillis — look down there!" the warden said, 
pointing out to the garden. "Chips— the others 
—they're gone I" He leaped to his desk, pressed 
the alarm buttons. 

"I know where they've gone— come on!" 
Gillis yelled. "We've got to get outside the 
place, around the prison walls — opposite the 
gardens!" 

At the head of a group of guards they 
dished across the grounds. The gates were 
opening for them as they ran. Gillis rounded 
the gate, then pounded heavily down the road, 
his gun drawn. 

"It should be about here!" he panted, sf p- 
ptng in a field across the road from the prison 
walL As he spoke, the eyes of the others 
riveted on a small section of grassy turf 
whicto heaved up and then collapsed inward. 
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An instant later a head poked out of the hole. 

A circle of guns converged on the hole. 

"All right, come on up — the lot of you!" 
Gillis grated. 

An embarrassed Chips Marden, grimy, dirt- 
covered and perspiring like the four other 
prisoners behind him, crawled out of the tun- 
nel hole. Handcuffs clamped on their wrists. 

Gillis looked at Chips, who flushed. "The 
best-dug tunnels of mice and men . . ." Gillis 
began. 

"I can't figure it," Chips said bewilderedly. 
"I knew we had to risk it in daylight because 
that's the only time we're out in the garden, 
but aside from that I thought . . ." 

"Yeah — how did you figure they were build- 
ing a tunnel?" the warden' asked. 

Steve Gillis grinned. "Well. I knew some- 
thing was wrong when I saw all those flowers 
in the garden wilting, even though we'd had 
rain. But it was when I saw that begonia and 
examined the soil (you transplanted it into 
that I realized Chips and these others were 
building a tunnel." • 

"Soil?" the warden asked. "You know about 
flowers and such?" 

"Sure," Gillis said. "My wife and I have 
a garden. And it grows in topsoii — like any 
other garden. But what it won't grow in is 
the kind of soil that comes from six feet down, 
There's no food in it. It's much lighter than 
topsoii — and it was the kind of soil you got 
out of Chips' gardens the other night, the 
kind from six feet down! 

"»7"OU SEE, they'd been digging a tunnel. 

using those bushes and trees for cover 
under pretense of work and spreading the 
soil they removed over the garden, around the 
flowers. But as I said, that kind of soil won't 
feed flowers. That's why the garden flowers 
were dying and the begonia was wilting." 
Gillis grinned at Chips. "And that's how I 
spotted the soil from way down under." 

"After you guys get out of solitary for 
trying to bust out of our nice hotel here," 
the warden said sarcastically, "I'll make sure 
all the green on your thumbs gets there in the 
paint shop. They've got bars on that!" 
THE END 
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